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The physician-scientist plays a unique 
role in academic medicine, as one who 
conducts research informed by clinical 
experience. This academic ideal was 
highly valued by Irwin Freedberg, both 
for himself and for the trainees and col-
leagues who have benefited from his 
guidance along this career path. Both 
of us had the privilege of working with 
Irwin at New York University — one 
recruited as a new assistant professor 
16 years ago; the other as a resident five 
years ago, now a clinical instructor and 
postdoctoral fellow.
Multiple pressures face the physician-
scientist, posing a number of challenges 
for such a model to succeed. The physi-
cian-scientist is a valuable link between 
patient-based clinical experience and the 
more reductionist approach to mechanis-
tic biological research. Existing in both 
realms, the physician-scientist faces a 
multitude of issues, primarily the effec-
tive distribution of time and resources. 
Without enough time to see patients 
in a full-time capacity, departmental 
income from clinical work is decreased. 
With limited research time, how can 
one remain competitive in investiga-
tion? Furthermore, for a young investiga-
tor contemplating the next career step, 
income disparities can create a disincen-
tive for continuing with a research career.
These obstacles are not unique to der-
matology — they extend across special-
ties and require solutions at an institu-
tional level. In deciding how to address 
these dilemmas, one may draw inspira-
tion from Irwin’s solutions at New York 
University. In order to create a balance 
of departmental finances, Irwin cre-
ated a physician-scientist-friendly fac-
ulty practice and drew upon the income 
generated from patient care to help 
defray departmental research overhead. 
Although recruitment packages specific 
for the physician-scientist were standard, 
Irwin supplemented these by growing the 
departmental endowment begun by his 
predecessors, thereby creating sufficient 
“dry powder” to see productive faculty 
through gaps in funding that could have 
been career-ending. Additionally, he 
helped to cofound a creative joint ven-
ture with a large pharmaceutical partner 
that contributed very meaningfully to the 
departmental ability to support research. 
Furthermore, Irwin recognized early on 
that the establishment of core facilities for 
genomic analysis, animal care, micros-
copy, and histology would provide more 
investigators with access to the latest 
research technology, as well as fostering 
a collaborative research community.
To further insure that the infrastruc-
ture for research was in place for the 
department, Irwin drew upon the experi-
ence of one of his predecessors, Marion 
Sulzberger. Dr Sulzberger arranged 
for clinical space within New York 
University Medical Center to belong to 
the department in perpetuity. With the 
next generation in mind, Irwin deployed 
departmental endowment funds to pur-
chase substantial permanent space for 
dermatologic research in a new build-
ing at New York University devoted to 
translational medicine. This allocation 
of space was also combined with a sub-
stantial institutional commitment to the 
departmental research effort.
To facilitate the training and reten-
tion of the next generation of promising 
young investigators, Irwin created the 
Sulzberger Fellowship, allowing for the 
final clinical year of residency to be con-
ducted primarily in the laboratory. The 
fellowship also allowed for the comple-
tion of residency in three years, without 
the additional fourth year required by 
many other programs, thereby jump-
starting a career in academia. In some 
cases, the department also arranged for 
loan repayment during research training.
Implementing new initiatives that 
build on Irwin’s ideas will help to 
strengthen the position of the physician-
scientist in the future. This will not be a 
simple task; in this time of increasingly 
restricted funding opportunities, institu-
tions may need to search more broadly 
and creatively for sources of funding. 
For inspiration during these challenging 
times, we can look to Irwin Freedberg’s 
insights, passion, and dedication to der-
matology to serve as a model to those of 
us who hope to uphold the tradition of 
the physician-scientist.
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Irwin and fellow physician-scientists at a dinner honoring recipients of the Thomas B. Fitzpatrick Research 
Award sponsored by the Kao Corporation; Society for Investigative Dermatology Annual Meeting, 
Baltimore, May 1992. Pictured are (left to right) Irwin, Peter Elias, Paul Bergstresser, and one of the authors 
(Seth J. Orlow), a Kao awardee. Awards like this can be instrumental when given early in the career of a 
physician-scientist, validating the awardee’s and the department’s commitments to an investigative career.
